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This chapter will examine the international educational commitments of the 1992 UN Rio Earth Summit on Environment and Development in relation to trends in educational policy and practice of the last 20 years. The Rio summit commitments were contained in the text of Agenda 21 which emphasised the imperative to reorient education systems towards sustainable development and laid out a clear programme for governments. Many organisations and commentators have highlighted the urgency of putting these commitments into practice (UNESCO, UNEP, Stakeholder Forum) in turning round the oil tanker of over consumption and unsustainable lifestyles in the wealthier parts of the world and in addressing the poverty and environmental devastation in other parts. Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) was seen as one of the key driving forces for this. 

The notion of sustainable development and that of education for sustainable development are closely interlinked, and ESD can be viewed as the learning (both formal, non formal and informal) that is necessary to achieve sustainable development (UNESCO, 2007). However, it is important to remember that the concepts of ESD and indeed, sustainable development have relatively recent origins and are both seen as ‘emerging’ and contested. How they are interpreted will depend very much on the ideological, philosophical, cultural and ethical perspectives of those using them. Nonetheless, commitments to ESD are rooted in international policy and endorsed at the highest level by UN agencies and by the member states which have signed up to them. There is broad agreement among policy makers and practitioners that ESD covers a very broad spectrum from formal sector education to community activism, social learning, organisational learning and awareness raising. For the purposes of this chapter I will focus primarily on the formal education sector. 

Evidence indicates that governments were initially very slow to address their commitments to ESD and so other policy actors, in particular environmental and development NGOs, started  to take the lead. This chapter will look at the influence of the NGO sector in relation to UK policy on ESD. It will also set out to look at some of the blocks and constraints as well as the opportunities for change, locally and globally.

The UNESCO overview in 2012 of ESD policy and practice across a range of countries (UNESCO, 2012) indicates that national policy commitments have increased in the last 20 years and ESD practice has developed considerably, although this is obviously very variable from nation to nation. Concerns about climate change and related threats have clearly helped to put this on the political agenda. The global fiscal crisis has also presented an opportunity for global leaders to review current unsustainable economic and social practices but so far there is little evidence of this in actual policy or practice. To many working in ESD this illustrates the urgent need for ESD for politicians and policy makers! However, at a global policy level there has at least been more agreement about integrating ESD within the education for all targets of the millennium development goals.

Since the 1980s, we have seen neo liberal perspectives form the overarching framework for policy making and this chapter will give consideration as to how this has shaped educational policy trends. It will argue that marketisation and privatisation trends have frequently skewed educational practice towards unsustainable development rather than helping to address the huge challenges which the world is facing in the 21st century. Other issues, such as lack of joined up policy making and departmental turf wars have further slowed the process of re orienting education systems. 

The chapter will argue that these have still not been addressed and, without a sea change at international and national level, educational policy will fall far short of enabling current and future generations to live sustainably. What is still needed is the political will to promote ESD pedagogy and practice to enable change for a sustainable planet.

<1> Setting the context for Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)

Concerns about sustainability started to surface internationally throughout the latter half of the 20th century, culminating in the first Earth Summit of 1992 in Rio de Janeiro, which drew up an extensive blueprint for sustainable development in the text of Agenda 21 (Quarrie, 1992). This process was an attempt to broker agreements on the environment and on development with all the member states of the UN and to pull together vastly different issues of concern from the minority wealthy, industrialised world and from the majority world which had been largely excluded from the benefits of economic globalisation. The Rio Earth Summit of 1992 represented the first time that the worlds’ governments had come together to acknowledge the huge challenges of future planetary sustainability.

In Agenda 21, the commitments of this summit recognised the  imperative of integrating  development and environmental issues in order to address poverty and the aspirations of a ‘developing’ world while  also tackling the environmental degradation and depletion caused by the unsustainable development of the past decades.  It recognised that ‘development’ takes place within the finite limits of the earth’s resources and that we all have a responsibility to respect these both for current but also for future generations. It was a huge achievement for the world’s governments to sign upto such commitments to achieving  sustainable development for all and the summit recognised the key role of a number of major groups, including Trades Unions, Indigenous People, NGOs, Local Authorities and the Business sector. 
  
In particular, Agenda 21 recognised the central role of education and learning committed governments to reorienting education systems towards sustainable development. However, it was notable that educators were not identified in Agenda 21 as one of the major groups. Commitments to education proliferated in the text, and in fact the only word to receive more mentions was ‘government’. Unfortunately, these commitments were very slow to have any impact and as early as 1996 UNESCO was reporting that ‘education (is) the forgotten priority’ and ‘is often overlooked or forgotten in developing or funding action plans at all levels, from local government to international conventions’ (UN, 1996). The weakness of the ESD lobby may in part be seen as contributing to this lack of progress. In trying to address this, the international NGO ESD group lobbied unsuccessfully to try to get educators added as a major group for the delivery of Agenda 21.

Agenda 21 called for environmental education (EE) and development education (DE) to be cross-cutting themes in all education policies and practice. (Earth Summit, 1992:.221) The implication was that from this synergy the concept of education for sustainable development would somehow emerge. Agenda 21 was, of course, a compromise of compromises as it was the result of many months (if not years) of negotiation between more than 178 different countries and related power blocks; in its own way, it was a remarkable achievement as it provided a basis for educators and policy makers to start to develop a more coherent understanding and practice of ESD  However, ESD is a very new, complex and contested concept which is still emerging so this was no easy matter (Huckle and Sterling 1996, Sterling 2001, Sterling 2013). 

Education as presently constructed can be broadly divided into three orientations: the vocational/neo-classical, the liberal progressive and the socially critical. Practitioners of ESD tend to position themselves mainly within ‘socially critical’ education where ‘the teacher is a co-ordinator with emancipatory aims; involves students in negotiation about common tasks and projects; emphasises commonality of concerns and works through conflicts of interest in terms of social justice and ecological sustainability’ (Fien, 1993: 20). However, this orientation tends to portray knowledge as mainly socially constructed and some say that it fails to give enough weight to the learning needed to live within the set biophysical boundaries of our world. This is a big challenge in an era when it seems that economic ways of knowing dominate all other narratives, hence it is not surprising that ESD is a contested concept.  

Nonetheless, UNESCO as the lead UN agency for ESD has succeeded in achieving a broad consensus that:

	ESD is facilitated through participatory and reflective approaches and is characterised by the following: 
	is based on the principles of intergenerational equity, social justice, fair distribution of resources and community participation, that underlie sustainable development;
	promotes a shift in mental models which inform our environmental, social and economic decisions; 
	is locally relevant and culturally appropriate;
	is based on local needs, perceptions and conditions, but acknowledges that fulfilling local needs often has international effects and consequences;
	engages formal, non-formal and informal education;
	accommodates the evolving nature of the concept of sustainability;
	promotes life-long learning;
	addresses content, taking into account context, global issues and local priorities;
	builds civil capacity for community-based decision-making, social tolerance, environmental stewardship, adaptable workforce and quality of life;
	is cross disciplinary. No one discipline can claim ESD as its own, but all disciplines can contribute to ESD;
	uses a variety of pedagogical techniques that promote participatory learning and critical reflective skills. 

UNESCO further describes ESD related processes as involving:
	Future thinking: actively involves stakeholders in creating and enacting an alternative future.

	Critical thinking: helps individuals access the appropriateness and assumptions of current decisions and actions

	Systems thinking: understanding and promoting holistic change

	Participation: engaging all in sustainability issues and actions (UNESCO, 2007)

This agenda is a challenging one for governments and policy makers as it cuts across traditional policy areas and implementation involves a number of different government agencies at both national and local levels. In relation to formal sector education, there is a clear need for collaboration between education and environment ministries and there can be many blocks and obstacles to this, not least the turf wars over resources and influence which shape much policy making. 

Above all, ESD is concerned with change – in ways of thinking, being, acting - on all levels, from the personal to the political, from local to global. This is a radical agenda which does not sit easily with many policy makers and politicians.

<1>  The role of NGOs in ESD – the limits of political action?

Because governments were initially so slow to take the initiative on education after the first Earth Summit, this role was mainly taken up by non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and committed activists (Wade and Parker 2008). Their work tended to have two strands; one of support, training and awareness raising for educational practitioners and the other of advocacy and lobbying for policy change.  Since 1992, many NGOs therefore, have actively sought to influence the national political landscape strategically with regard to ESD. Alliances were formed in order to navigate the difficult terrain of government policy and practice. In the UK, for example, the Development Education Association (DEA),the Council for Environmental Education (CEE) and the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF UK) had some success in influencing the Government, for example through the Commission for Sustainable Development.  Specific approaches have also had results, such as the work of Oxfam, RSPB and WWF in Wales to incorporate ESD in educational requirements ​[1]​within the school curriculum and within teacher training. The Masters course in ESD at London South Bank University​[2]​ was also an example of the work of the environmental and development NGO sector which funded and set up the course to build a constituency for change.

However, the work of NGOs would always be limited by scarce resources and capacity and could never compensate for the involvement of governments in driving this forward. Their key role and skill was in advocacy and lobbying for change with the power brokers and the influential, while at the same time offering some support to educational practitioners and champions of ESD. NGOs and activists alone could not bring about radical change in educational policy and practice as this is a domain that has been increasingly, over the last 20 years, been taken under the control of central government, as is the case in England since the introduction of the national curriculum.

It should be noted that the education chapter 36 of agenda 21, ‘Promoting education, public awareness and training’ attempted to bring two existing constituencies of environmental education (EE) and development education (DE)into a relationship by brokering a new inclusive concept of ESD. However, these constituencies have different histories and different roots so this was no easy matter. In western, high consuming countries DE was very much linked to the human rights and social justice agenda, while EE developed out of a concern for protection and conservation of the natural environment which was being threatened by the actions of human beings.
 
This was not the case in all part of the world, however. In many Southern and emerging countries EE and DE issues are very obviously interconnected and linked and there has not been a long history of separate constituencies. In South Africa, for example, Lotz-Sisitka points out that, ‘environmental education is strongly focused on the social, political, economic and biophysical dimensions’ (Lotz-Sisitka, 2004: 67). She sees, therefore, no perceived dichotomy between social justice and environmental protection. However, this viewpoint is not necessarily always translated into practice as shown in a review of progress towards Agenda 21 in Kenya, where Dorcas Otieno reported  that ‘the environment has been looked at in great detail from the biophysical view but with less emphasis on economic and social perspectives’ (Otieno, 2005). Balancing social and ecological needs and rights, however, is no easy matter.. The process of achieving sustainable development will not be straightforward as there are many conflicting views on how to do this, depending on ideological frames and political allegiance. There are also many vested interests and power is unevenly distributed between and within countries. There is obviously no quick fix to integrate environmental and development concerns into educational policy and practice but it is clear that educators have a key role to play in helping to take this forward. This is illustrated by the ongoing discourse on ESD competences which is ‘based partly on the presumed lack of relevance of current educational provision and the need to produce “change agents”’ (Mochizuki and Fadeeva, 2010).

The dynamics of change are of course very complex and changes in educational policy and practice are set within broader social change and are part of a much bigger policy agenda. I will return to this later.

<1> The role of UNESCO

At the international level, the role of UNESCO in promoting and supporting change also needs to be recognised, as the key lead UN organisation responsible for education agendas. UNESCO was responsible for taking a lead on the education commitments (Chapter 36) of Agenda 21. This focused on education, training and public awareness, with four overarching goals:

1. Promote and improve the quality of education: 
The aim is to refocus lifelong education on knowledge, skills and
values citizens need to improve their quality of life;
2.Reorient the existing education programmes: From
pre-school to university, education must be rethought
and reformed to be a vehicle of knowledge, thought patterns and values needed to build a sustainable world; 
3. Raise public awareness and understanding of the concept
of sustainable development: This will make it possible
to develop enlightened, active and responsible citizenship locally, nationally and internationally;
4.Train the workforce: Continuing technical and vocational




However, UNESCO is, of course, dependent on funding and resources from member state governments and the response of governments to this challenge reflected their response to ESD generally. In other words, it was very limited and meagre with the exception of a few countries, such as Japan. Despite the very limited funding available for ESD, UNESCO has, nonetheless, managed to mobilise groups of ESD educators across the globe and has provided various forums and networks of mutual support. One example of this is the UNESCO International Teacher Education network (IN) which meets bi- annually under the leadership of Professor Charles Hopkins, UNESCO Chair at York University, Toronto. The International Network is comprised of teacher education institutions from about 60 nations around the world and the member institutions work to incorporate sustainability into their programmes, practices and policies. ’Each member institution addresses environmental, social, and economic contexts to create locally relevant and culturally appropriate teacher education programmes for both pre-service and in-service teachers’ (UNESCO, 2013).
Another example is that of the RCE ​[3]​initiative, set up by the United Nations University-Institute of Advanced Studies (see chapter 8 of this book). In 2013 this involved over 100 regional centres of expertise in ESD operating in a wide range of countries and global regions including Europe, Asia, Africa and the Americas. 

Policy and practice in ESD have certainly developed in the last 10 years and in many countries there is now government policy in place in all areas of the formal education sector, from schools to higher education (UNESCO 2013). In addition, national legal requirements on sustainable development in relation to other sectors, such as the built environment, have created space and demand for training at a range of levels. At the international level, education was further endorsed at the second World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) which took place in Johannesburg in 2002. This also attempted to make links between ESD and Education for All (EFA: basic education as a requirement for the achievement of the Millennium goals on poverty reduction). Since UNESCO had been given the task of taking the lead internationally in both areas it made very good sense to bring them together. 

In 2005 the UN acknowledged the Decade of ESD from 2005 to 2014 and an implementation plan was produced and agreed. In this plan, education was viewed as a prime lever for social change, described by UNESCO in the implementation plan for the Decade in the following way: ‘It means education that enables people to foresee, face up to and solve the problems that threaten life on our planet’ (UNESCO, 2005). 

Understanding the causes of change in policy and practice is of course a complex area of study and is like trying to unravel a complicated, interconnected and tangled web of relationships and conflicts with a vast array of actors and influences. It is an iterative, not linear process where policies are ‘the operational statements of values, statements of ‘prescriptive intent’ which are then ‘contested in and between the arenas of formation and implementation’ (Bowe et al, 1992: 20). 

Educational change cannot, of course, be separated out from social change as the relationship is strongly interconnected. All educational (and social) change is a site of struggle because, as Ginsburg et al point out, 

The timing and focus of educational reform cannot be adequately understood by conceiving of society as a homeostatic system, characterised by consensual relations transacted by persuasion and led by those who possess a ‘moral force’. Instead we start with the assumption that at the world system and national levels the social formation is inherently conflict laden and characterised by fundamental contradictions.’ (Ginsburg et al, 1991: 7) 

There is a challenge here for educators to get involved in these conflicts and actively influence policy and practice change, whether through their professional bodies or trades unions or through their engagement with wider political processes. Yet ESD as currently constructed pays only limited attention to issues of ideology and power. ESD educators would benefit from more engagement with political science in order

 …to develop skill sets and routes to change with its understanding of the nature of barriers to change, of how political systems work and of how the levers of power operate. ESD is limited in its understanding of power relations while having such an understanding is strength of Political Science .

Atkinson and Wade, 2013: 48

<1> Rio plus 20 - where are we now ? 

Twenty years on, at the Rio plus 20 Conference in 2012, UNESCO presented a report on progress with ESD so far. According to this report  (UNESCO 2012: 12),

…in 2008, the proportion of countries evoking ESD or related fields in their development education programs is about 50%. In some cases, ESD is evoked or included as a theoretical frame without the evidence of inclusion on the curricula or project development. Education by itself is sometimes described as a tool for sustainable development, without really including ESD. From a 50 country sample 26 countries reported no evidence of ESD in 2008, but by 2012 after the boost of the Bonn Conference in 2009, 16 of them fall no longer in that category. We can perceive an estimate increase of 34% from 2008 to 2012. This allows us to have an approximation of the rate of adoption of ESD.

Although it is clear that the picture is very uneven, and in some cases rather limited, policy and practice in ESD have at least  moved on and developed since 1992 and since the start of the UN decade of ESD (DESD) in 2005. For example, the Gothenburg Recommendations on ESD, adopted on November 12 2008 as part of the UN DESD called on ESD to be embedded in all curricula and learning materials (Gothenburg Recommendations,2008). In a number of countries there is now a developing government policy in place in areas of the formal education sector, from schools to higher education. In Denmark for example, ESD has been introduced into key aspects of the curricula with a focus on children, young people and adult learners (The Danish Ministry of Education and Children, 2009). In the Netherlands, ESD has become an important element of the formal curriculum from primary school to higher education (Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, 2008). In Wales, ESD has been embedded in the curricula with a focus on schools, youth, further education and work based learning, higher education and adult and continuing education (Welsh Assembly, 2006). In addition, national legal requirements on sustainable development in relation to other sectors, such as the built environment, have created space and the demand for training at a range of levels. 

At the international level, ESD was again strongly endorsed at the Rio + 20 World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in 2012. This also highlighted the importance of links between ESD and Education for All (EFA: basic education as a requirement for the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) on poverty reduction). With the deadline for the achievement of the MDGs in 2015, the concept of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is also being discussed at international policy level and if adopted, this could give further impetus to the ESD agenda (Sachs 2012).

During the last 5 years, many NGOs in the UK have stepped back from the policy agenda with regard to ESD, although many are still involved in practice. WWF UK and Oxfam, for example, who have to a large extent led the way in the UK, have re organised their education teams and also cut their staff numbers dramatically. WWF’s education team was influential in influencing government policy in England, for example, through the Sustainable schools programme (DCSF 2008). A member of the WWF Education team was actually seconded to the Department for Education and Science (DfES) for over a year to develop and work on this. However, since re structuring, WWF’s education team in 2013 is much less focused on the wider agendas of ESD. This could be attributed in part to the success of NGOs in helping to achieve some policy change and in getting this agenda taken up within mainstream debates. However, the lack of alternative voices will undoubtedly affect the shape of future ESD developments and discourse. There is also an obvious danger of capture of ESD by mainstream agendas and hence diluting its transformational and radical role. Indeed, Selby and Kagawa (2011: 47) ask whether ESD has been ‘striking a Faustian bargain’ with neo liberal, economic growth perspectives which they feel run counter to achieving sustainable development. Selby and Kagawa remind us that central to all ESD debates about change is the issue of power.

<1> ESD - the political landscape

Education represents one of the largest resource commitments of the public sector so it is not surprising that governments take a close interest in it and that it reflects certain ideological perspectives. In the last two decades many would argue that it has reflected the rise of neo-liberal ideas (Blewitt 2013, Selby and Kagawa 2011) both in terms of the purpose as well as the delivery of education. 

This has led to two complex and seemingly contradictory trends, which are frequently taking place at the same time :

a) Centralised government control over curricula, structures and delivery
b) The marketisation of formal education

Centralisation  has led to what is often called a ‘compliance culture’ within education, with a focus on targets, tests and tick boxes, something that leaves little space for the critical thinking and questioning required by ESD.  In the UK in terms of curricula, the focus has increasingly been on literacy, numeracy and the science, technology, engineering and maths (STEM) subjects, rather than the broader issue based approaches and interdisciplinarity required by ESD.

At the same time education is increasingly seen more and more as a commodity rather than a process and this is illustrated, for example,   within the international agreement on GATS (General Agreement on Trade in Services). GATS aimed to deregulate international markets in services (Frase and O’Sullivan, 2003; Robertson et al 2006), including education, and opened the door for private corporations to take over the running of education systems, with all the possible implications for democracy and accountability. The dangers of such deregulation have already been highlighted, for example, by disastrous water privatisations in countries such as Tanzania (World Development Movement, 2006). In UK education terms, this marketisation trend can be identified in the academy school and so called ‘free school’ programmes where the running  of schools is being opened up to charitable foundations like the Harris Foundation or to large private sector education providers. This trend is prevalent and growing in line with the strength of neo lberal hegemony across the globe and is increasingly embracing the higher education sector. In Kenya and Uganda, for example there are a growing number of private universities. However, this is not to say that this trend has merely negative results for education. On the contrary it can facilitate the opening up of a more creative space for innovative educational initiatives, such as the human scale school movement which is committed to promoting the whole school as a sustainable community (Walker 2008). However, the outcomes of marketisation will clearly depend on the dominant global ideological and ethical frameworks as well as the ideological and ethical perspectives of each educational providers. History shows us that neo liberal capitalism usually leads to increasing accumulation of capital and power in the hands of a few organisations and hence to monopolies in the market. There is already evidence that this may be starting to happen with educational provision with big multinational, US providers offering degree courses in law, for example.

However, increasingly the business sector is making it clear that they need graduates who are sustainability literate and recent student surveys indicate that this is keenly reflected in the student body also. So there are reasons to be hopeful that these requirements may start to be incorporated into future curricula. A survey in 2011 of over 5000 first year UK students also found that 

overwhelmingly, skills in sustainable development are viewed as significant for employability and over 80% of respondents believe these skills are going to be important to their future employers; ——respondents placed high value on many of the aspects of sustainable development for use in HE in relation to increasing their ability to perform well in their course; -sustainability concerns are significant in students’ university choices; —the vast majority felt that sustainable development is something universities should actively incorporate and promote.  

Bone and Agombar, 2011: 6

Nonetheless a note of caution should be sounded here, as the clear emphasis is on a rather narrow view of sustainability skills rather than the broader notion of ESD (UNESCO 2007 etc). As Bone and Agombar (2011: 12) go on to say, ‘the EfS agenda advocates the need for a broader range of skills that can challenge societal norms, and transform educational practice’. Nonetheless, ‘HEIs therefore are in a unique position to be critical of wider society, and challenge reforms and policies that shape the sustainability agenda’ (Bone and Agombar 2011: 12).

The tension between a technocratic, instrumental approach focused on a narrow range of skills and targets with the broader goals of ESD is evident at the international level also.The MDG  target for EFA focus on  the numbers of children attending primary school and indeed much progress has been made on these in many countries. However, as we know from experience, funding and resources usually follow targets and hence also affect how targets are delivered. Quantity does not necessarily mean quality as the UN Education for All (EFA)  Report  underlined, ‘‘Being in school or in an adult learning programme will not have positive impact unless it is of high quality and leads to usable knowledge and competencies’ (EFA 2007: 2). The slow progress in integrating ESD with the EFA goals has been a concern of UNESCO for some time (Wade  and Parker 2008). As the lead agency for education, UNESCO’s ESD work has been greatly hampered by the lack of commitment and support from member states for ESD. It has had to rely on the mobilisation of educators and activists and while this has had some quite impressive results, it can be no replacement for government support and funding. 

ESD has sometimes been seen as more urgently needed in wealthier countries as their citizens have a disproportionate impact on global sustainability, and they can thus be regarded as more important agents of change. However, ESD is also vitally important for poor communities, especially those that depend directly on ecosystem goods and services. These distinctions, however, may be rather simplistic in today’s rapidly changing world, where income divisions within countries as well as between countries are growing wider. Although the scale of poverty is very different, poverty reduction and regeneration strategies are now  increasingly part of the landscape in wealthy countries also, with large numbers of people facing fuel poverty and relying on food banks.
A focus on the education of powerful political elites in developing countries is also clearly integral  for ESD. Elites need to understand the impact of high consumption lifestyles on global ecosystems and on the life chances of the poor. Politicians have been slow to take up the challenges of sustainability, both from lack of understanding and a piecemeal approach to policy and also from lack of political will.  Discussions in one of the high level groups during the UNESCO ESD mid-Decade Bonn Conference underlined this issue when delegates  identified politicians and policy makers as a key target for ESD (Wade, 2009).

According to UNESCO’s 2012 Report, ‘Shaping the Education of Tomorrow’ much progress has been made with regard to ESD.  However, this report also highlights the importance of politicians and policy makers.





<1> ESD – where are we going?

The 2012 UNESCO report identifies a wide range of responses to ESD across countries. It seems clear that there are two main strategies for ESD. One is the add-on and integration strategy, the other is the whole system redesign strategy. The first seeks to widen the space within existing, often national, curricula for ESD; the second challenges the entire system by reorienting it towards sustainable development.

The UNESCO Report collated responses received from key informants in all member states (except for Myanmar, Thailand and Benin who did not send a response) and these showed that there is a wide range of activity and progress in ESD. For example, in Finland it was reported that 





And in the Asia Pacific region

there has been great progress in both implementation of programmes at the school level and in the reforms needed to include sustainability into education. China has designated 1,000 schools as experimental schools for Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) and has included ESD in the National Outline for Medium and Long-term Education Reform and Development (2010-2020). These changes have allowed (exploring) school reform and the inclusion of sustainability practices in the educational system. 
UNESCO, 2012: 38

Of course, while there is room for some optimism that commitments to ESD are at last starting to be taken seriously in policy terms, this does not necessarily translate into practice at all levels. The relationship between policy and practice is a complex one and a site of struggle over understanding and interpretation (Bowe et al). In addition, there is as yet little evidence in the report of the integration of ESD into teacher education. It is also clearly beyond the remit of UNESCO to explore the depth and understanding of ESD in practice. Therefore, there is no room for complacency.

In particular, while some progress was acknowledged in the UK in the report, this has been somewhat taken over by events resulting from a change in government. Despite all the international agreements and the general consensus that ESD is essential if we are to address the huge challenges ahead, the coalition government under Michael Gove as Education Secretary of State, has chosen to downgrade and water down ESD commitments within the English schools’ curriculum. It has abandoned the sustainable schools’ programme, closed down the Sustainable Development Commission, downgraded the role of the UNESCO National Commission and even considered  removing the teaching of climate change from the Geography subject curriculum in England. This despite rising concerns about the effects of climate change locally and globally as outlined in chapter one of this book and the election pledge to ‘green government’.  By contrast, in a number of other countries there has been a growing focus on climate change education and disaster management. According to UNESCO, 

The biggest growth field in ESD is ESD related to climate change.
Many governments are developing educational responses to climate change and natural disasters, especially in countries most at risk. 
UNESCO 2012: 19

It is interesting to note (Wintour: 2012) that the attempt to remove the study of climate change from the english geography curriculum was met with a groundswell of protest from educators, environmentalists  and universities which led to the retention of the theme of climate change in the curriculum for 11-14 year olds. This is one example of how educators can make a difference to policy, with over 65,000 people signing a petition protesting against Gove’s proposal. The devolved administrations in the UK have followed different paths and it is to be hoped that their differing political agendas will enable ESD to be strengthened rather than watered down in their curricula. 

<1> Non formal and informal education

While the main focus of this chapter has been on statutory formal education, this is not to discount the importance of the non formal and informal sectors. Indeed, some  might say that they are even more important as this is where ESD can be applied directly and more immediately to sustainability issues and problems . Outside the statutory formal sector, many of the professional bodies (for example, civil engineering) in the UK have now produced guidelines for ESD and these in turn are influencing curricula at degree level and in vocational courses. However, there are certain professions, such as the civil service (Robertson, 2009) which have proved more intransigent to ESD although politicians and policy makers are clearly a key target group for ESD (Wade, 2009). Nonetheless, trades unions and civil society organisations like Commonwork and Botanic Gardens Conservation International (BGCI) have been developing educational programmes for their own constituencies and stakeholders in the UK outside the formal sector. In some cases this has led to collaborations with formal sector organisations and accreditation of courses through local colleges or universities.

Adult basic education and literacy classes have also provided fruitful areas for ESD, as exemplified in the collection of case studies from the Asia Pacific region in ‘Tales of HOPE’ (ACCU 2011). Building on the legacy of Paulo Freire, in Latin America there are also many examples of popular education for sustainability. Freire worked with marginalised and oppressed groups in Brazil to build what he called ‘transforming consciousness’ to enable them to take action to change their lives. He felt that formal education processes could perpetuate oppression unless they encouraged autonomy and critical thinking about how society operates (Freire 1972). As always it is the poorest and most vulnerable who have to contend with the most immediate challenges of sustainability and the dangerous consequences of climate change. 

Grassroots educators have a long history of developing learning programmes which engage stakeholders in problem solving or in action to change their situations. For example, in the Phillipines ‘functional literacy programmes have focussed on community empowerment and sustainable development. Sustainable agriculture education was initiated in 20013 to develop capabilities of vegetable farmers to transform their conventional farming practice to a more sustainable farming system’ (D’Souza, D 2012). Chapters 7 and 8 of our book also provide further examples of the importance of non formal and informal education. 

It is evident that NGOs continue to play a crucial role in community education (ACCU 2012), which is still very under researched (Flowers et al 2009) despite its prominence in UN commitments and within  the DESD implementation plan. Non formal education has long been the poor relation which is usually the first to have government funding withdrawn in times of economic austerity. There are many reasons for this which we do not have time to examine here but the desire of governments for centralised control of curricula is likely to be one of them. Non formal education does not lend itself to this, of course. However, I would argue that it is actually a false dichotomy to distinguish between formal and non formal education as  they both form part of a whole picture of education and learning and one can (and many would say ‘should’) feed into the other. Formal education has not yet proven very fertile ground for ESD to take root as highlighted in the UNESCO 2012 Report.

The potential for more synergy between formal and non formal education  is  illustrated by an ACCU case study from Bansankong, Thailand on ESD and cultural diversity where  they have developed a strong and ‘integrated agricultural programme that is mainstreamed as part of the school’s curricular and extra curricular activities’ (ACCU 2012: 109). The resulting food produce is sold to the school’s own canteen and profits are invested back or used for the students’ scholarship fund. The case study concludes that school community interaction has been intensified due to the fact that the learning was contributing to the betterment of their community (ACCU 2012: 109).

<1> Joined up policy making: the need for synergy between EFA  and ESD

As the lead body responsible for education at the global level UNESCO has been responsible for all UN educational agendas, including Early Childhood Education, Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET), Education for All(EFA), ESD. The UNESCO mid decade review 2009, however, highlighted that , “at the mid-point of the Decade, however, it is too early to speak of a ‘one concerted UN response’ to ESD and there remains much work to be done.” (UNESCO 2009: 39).UNESCO has long recognised that this has been a problem  and commissioned a paper in 2007 to help to promote a dialogue between the various stakeholders of these different educational agendas, especially those of EFA and ESD. This paper (‘EFA-ESD Dialogue: Educating for a sustainable world’) highlighted some of the key challenges and provided a framework for developing synergy between the various educational agendas (Wade and Parker 2008). The need for this synergy was endorsed by a number of conferences and fora (Bonn 2009, Tokyo 2009) and by EFA and ESD educators at the UK Forum for International Education and Training (UKFIET) conference in September 2013. This synergy would enable a more holistic and joined up approach to educational policy making and practice which could serve to energise and mobilise global, national and regional educational communities. 

However, this educational synergy is not very evident in two key international reports of 2013, such as the report of the high level panel of eminent persons on the post 2015 development agenda. Nonetheless, it was encouraging to note that these reports acknowledged the need for a more holistic approach to global policy making which put sustainable development at the core and recognised that the MDGs had failed to develop clear linkages between development and environment. However, as Robbie Guevara has pointed out, there is, nonetheless, a conspicuous ‘silence’ with regard to ESD which is not mentioned at all in either report. (Guevara, 2013: 109). ESD is crucial if the commitments to sustainable development are to be taken seriously.  As Guevara points out, ESD provides an essential learning framework for  ‘simultaneously understanding the local and the global, together with taking a holistic and integrated approach to the social, economic, environmental, and governance dimensions of society’ (Guevara, 2013: 109). 

Once again it seems that policy makers may have downgraded the educational agenda or else they see it merely as an instrumental tool for implementation. A look at past experience or at any body of research on educational policy making will demonstrate that such an approach will be doomed to failure. The challenges of sustainability that we face demand wide popular engagement and a global, national and local response by all key stakeholders. Education and learning are part of the iterative dynamic of social change: in order to change society we need to change the way we learn and educate, and in order to change the way we learn and educate we need to change society. 





To effect change it is necessary to understand the nature of political institutions and political leadership at the global, European, national and local levels. Political leaders and political institutions tend to operate in the short to medium term. The kind of change inherent in ESD, for example, radically changing our lifestyles to combat climate change, is in many ways outside the normal framework of political discourse. What we are talking about here is ongoing and long term. Politicians do not tend to think in the long term. Their actions are often shaped by the exigencies of the electoral cycle.  The demands of ESD might appear to be at odds with this view. Whilst political science can offer no magic cure to such a set of circumstances, it can at least help to set out the problems and offer some possible solutions.

At the same time, we cannot afford to wait for politicians and policy makers to take up this agenda. As educators, as citizens we need to become more politically astute and aware and to engage in and influence the key policy debates and discussions. We need to take part in fora and coalitions active in this at local and global levels, such as trades unions, professional organisations, NGOs and RCEs. 
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